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OTC Pain Relief:
Understanding
NSAIDs
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FROM THE WEBMD ARCHIVES

When you’re in pain, it’s natural to want relief.
Whether you’re su㐘ering from arthritis,
menstrual cramps, or a pulled muscle, over-
the-counter (OTC) pain relievers can ease
your aches and help you get on with your life.
But like all medicines, OTC pain relievers can
cause side e㐘ects and may not be safe for
everyone.
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“Many people assume that because these
drugs are sold over the counter that they are
completely safe,” says Elliott Antman, MD,
professor of medicine at Harvard Medical
School and Brigham and Woman’s Hospital
in Boston. “But they can also have
consequences that are important to
understand.”

So before you reach for one of the many
bottles on the drugstore shelf, read on to
learn about one type of OTC pain relievers --
non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs
(NSAIDs) -- and the benefits and risks of
taking them.

How Do NSAIDs Relieve Pain?

NSAIDs are one of two major types of OTC
pain relievers. The other is acetaminophen
(Tylenol).

A few di㐘erent types of NSAIDs are available
over the counter:

Aspirin (Bayer, Bu㐘erin, Excedrin)
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Ibuprofen (Advil, Motrin IB)

Naproxen (Aleve)

Stronger doses of some of these drugs, as
well as other NSAIDs, are also available by
prescription.

NSAIDs are used to reduce fever and relieve
mild aches and pains.They can be used for
everything from a mild toothache or
headache to cramps. Many people also use
NSAIDs to relieve the pain of arthritis or to
treat the aches and pains of the common
cold and flu.

NSAIDs work by blocking enzymes in the
body that help make chemicals that signal
pain. When these enzymes are blocked, you
feel less pain.

Side E㐘ects of NSAIDs

Like any drug, NSAIDs can have side e㐘ects.
The side e㐘ects can vary a bit from drug to
drug, but most commonly include:

TOOLS & RESOURCES

Chronic Pain Solutions

Personalized Tips for Managing Migraine

Video: How to Do Tennis Elbow Exercises

14 Tips to Relieve Back Pain

Quiz: Everyday Aches and Pains

Video: 5 Natural Ways to Ease Back Pain

SUBSCRIBE TO WEBMD
NEWSLETTERS

Living Better
Women's Health
Men's Health
Weight Loss Wisdom

Enter email address
OTC Pain Relief: NSAIDs SUBSCRIBE   SEARCH 

https://www.webmd.com/pain-management/video/basics-nsaids
https://www.webmd.com/pain-management/ss/chronic-pain-causes-solutions
https://www.webmd.com/migraines-headaches/migraine-assessment/default.htm
https://www.webmd.com/pain-management/video/how-to-tennis-elbow-exercises
https://www.webmd.com/pain-management/recurring-pain-11/slideshow-relieving-back-pain
https://www.webmd.com/pain-management/rm-quiz-everyday-aches-pains
https://www.webmd.com/back-pain/video/video-ease-back-pain
https://member.webmd.com/subscribe
https://www.webmd.com/pain-management/features/pain-relievers-nsaids
https://www.webmd.com/pain-management/features/pain-relievers-nsaids
https://www.webmd.com/pain-management/features/pain-relievers-nsaids


6/15/2018 NSAIDs for Pain Relief: Ibuprofen, Aspirin, Naproxen

https://www.webmd.com/pain­management/features/pain­relievers­nsaids#1 4/9

Stomach upset or nausea

Stomach pain

Heartburn

Diarrhea

Less common but potentially serious side
e㐘ects of NSAIDs include:

Stomach ulcer and bleeding

Increased blood pressure

Allergic reaction -- hives, facial swelling,
asthma/wheezing

Some people may be at higher risk for side
e㐘ects or other problems with NSAIDs. Talk
with your doctor before taking any NSAID if
you:

Are over age 60

Are pregnant or nursing

Have three or more drinks of alcohol
every day

By clicking "Submit," I agree to the WebMD Terms and
Conditions and Privacy Policy. I also agree to receive
emails from WebMD and I understand that I may opt out of
WebMD subscriptions at any time.
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Have bleeding problems

Have liver or kidney disease

Have heart disease

Take a medicine to thin the blood, such
as warfarin (Coumadin)

Take a medicine for high blood pressure

Children and teenagers who are recovering
from a viral infection such as the flu or
chickenpox should not take aspirin. It has
been linked to Reye’s syndrome, a serious
but rare condition that can result in brain,
kidney, and liver damage. Naproxen sodium
is not recommended for children under 2.
Ibuprofen is considered safe for children 6
months and older in the right dose.
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